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Abstract

This study investigates the psychological dilemma of African Americans as represented in the
drama of August Wilson, focusing particularly on his plays Fences (1985) and The Piano
Lesson (1987). Although the Civil Rights Movement achieved major legal and political victories
during the mid-twentieth century, the psychological effects of slavery, segregation, racial
discrimination, and long-standing social marginalization continued to shape African American
life. Wilson’s drama does not merely recount historical suffering; rather, it explores the deep

emotional and psychological consequences of racial exclusion and identity fragmentation.

The study argues that Wilson’s plays function as a cultural and psychological archive that
preserves the collective memory of African Americans and dramatizes the intergenerational
trauma produced by centuries of oppression. Through conflicts within families, strained personal
relationships, and powerful symbols, Wilson constructs a theatrical space where history, identity,
and memory confront one another. The research adopts an interdisciplinary theoretical
framework combining Trauma Theory, Social Identity Theory, Postcolonial Theory, and Black
Aesthetic criticism. Using qualitative textual analysis supported by socio-historical context, the
study examines how Wilson represents tensions between assimilation and cultural autonomy,
economic ambition and ancestral heritage, as well as patriarchal authority and emotional

vulnerability.

The results reveal that Fences portrays the psychological consequences of systemic racial
exclusion through the character of Troy Maxson, whose bitterness, internalized oppression, and
frustrated aspirations reflect the lingering trauma of racial injustice and the collapse of Black
masculine identity. In contrast, The Piano Lesson emphasizes the role of ancestral memory and
cultural heritage; the piano symbolizes historical continuity, communal identity, and resistance to

cultural erasure.

Together, the plays demonstrate that the psychological struggle of African Americans in the
post—Civil Rights era remains deeply connected to historical memory, identity formation, and

unresolved collective trauma.

Keywords: Psychological dilemma, Civil Rights Movement, Trauma Theory, Social Identity

Theory, Postcolonial Theory
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1. Introduction

The twentieth-century African American experience cannot be adequately understood solely
through the lenses of economic marginalization or legal segregation. Beneath the visible
structures of racial oppression lies a more intricate and enduring terrain: the psychological
consequences of historical trauma, systemic exclusion, and cultural dislocation. While slavery,
Jim Crow laws, labor discrimination, and housing segregation have been widely documented as
structural realities, their internalized effects on Black consciousness, identity formation, and
intergenerational relationships demand sustained literary and cultural investigation. In this
regard, the drama of August Wilson offers one of the most profound artistic explorations of the
psychological dimensions of African American life in modern America.

Wilson’s Century Cycle, composed of ten plays each set in a different decade of the twentieth
century, constitutes a dramatic historiography of Black America. Yet beyond its sociological
value as a chronicle of working-class African American life, the Cycle functions as a
psychological archive. It maps the interior struggles of individuals navigating a society that
persistently denies them full recognition. Among the plays in the Cycle, Fences (set in the 1950s)
and The Piano Lesson (set in the 1930s) stand as particularly compelling studies of the
psychological dilemma produced by racial history and cultural inheritance.

This chapter contends that Wilson dramatizes the African American psychological dilemma as a
historically conditioned interior crisis rooted in three interrelated forces: systemic racial
exclusion, generational trauma, and contested cultural memory. In doing so, he shifts the
discourse from external oppression to internal consequence. His characters are not merely
victims of discriminatory institutions; they are inheritors of a historical wound that shapes
perception, emotion, and self-conception. The fence Troy Maxson builds in Fences and the piano
that dominates the Charles household in The Piano Lesson are not simply material objects; they
are symbolic manifestations of interior conflict. They represent the psychic boundaries and
inherited memories through which Black identity is negotiated.

The psychological dimension of Wilson’s work becomes especially significant when situated
within broader intellectual traditions of African American thought. W.E.B. Du Bois’ concept of
“double consciousness” describes the internal division experienced by Black Americans who
perceive themselves simultaneously through their own self-awareness and through the gaze of a
racially prejudiced society. This dual awareness generates tension between aspiration and
limitation, pride and imposed inferiority. In Fences, Troy Maxson embodies this division as he
measures his worth against a system that denied him opportunity while simultaneously
internalizing its judgments. His authority within the domestic sphere compensates for exclusion
from public recognition, revealing how psychological responses often reproduce the very
hierarchies they seek to escape.

Similarly, Frantz Fanon’s analysis of colonial alienation illuminates the internalization of racial
hierarchy. Although Fanon wrote in the context of European colonialism, his insights into the



psychic effects of racial subjugation resonate within the African American experience shaped by
slavery and segregation. Fanon argues that the colonized subject often internalizes narratives of
inferiority, resulting in alienation from self and community. In Wilson’s drama, such alienation
manifests not only as bitterness or aggression but also as silence, withdrawal, and emotional
rigidity. The psychological dilemma is thus not reducible to individual temperament; it emerges
as a historically produced condition.

At the same time, Wilson’s exploration of psychological fragmentation extends beyond personal
trauma to encompass generational transmission. Trauma in his plays is rarely confined to a single
lifetime. In The Piano Lesson, the carved piano functions as a literal repository of ancestral
suffering, inscribing the memory of slavery into the domestic present. Berniece’s refusal to sell
the piano is not mere stubbornness; it is an act of psychic preservation. To relinquish the piano
would be to sever a connection to collective memory, thereby risking identity dissolution.
Conversely, Boy Willie’s insistence on selling the piano to purchase land reflects an alternative
psychological response—an attempt to transform inherited suffering into economic
empowerment. Their conflict dramatizes the tension between memory and mobility, heritage and
aspiration.

The socio-historical contexts of the 1930s and 1950s intensify these psychological tensions. The
Great Depression era, in which The Piano Lesson is set, was marked by economic instability
that disproportionately affected African Americans. Migration from the rural South to Northern
cities promised opportunity but often delivered new forms of marginalization. The persistence of
sharecropping and racial violence reinforced the continuity between slavery and modern
exploitation. Within this environment, psychological security remained fragile. The past was
never fully past; it intruded into the present through memory, storytelling, and symbolic objects.

Similarly, the 1950s setting of Fences captures a transitional moment preceding the Civil Rights
Movement. Although legal segregation would soon be challenged, structural barriers remained
entrenched. Black men like Troy Maxson, who possessed talent and ambition, encountered
systemic exclusion in professional sports and skilled labor. The result was not only economic
frustration but psychological disillusionment. Troy’s skepticism toward Cory’s football
aspirations reflects a protective pessimism shaped by lived experience. His refusal to believe in
progress becomes both shield and prison.

This research therefore positions psychological dilemma as central to understanding Wilson’s
dramatic project. Rather than treating mental conflict as secondary to economic or political
forces, it recognizes interior struggle as the primary site where history exerts its most intimate
pressure. Wilson’s characters carry the weight of centuries within their private interactions.
Domestic arguments become reenactments of historical exclusion; family disputes echo the
unresolved legacy of slavery.

Importantly, Wilson does not present psychological fragmentation as inevitable or irreversible.
His plays suggest that healing requires confrontation with history rather than denial of it. In The



Piano Lesson, spiritual invocation and communal acknowledgment transform ancestral memory
from oppressive burden to empowering continuity. In Fences, reconciliation is more limited, yet
the final scene—where Cory and Raynell sing—hints at the possibility of emotional
reprocessing. The contrast between partial and fuller reconciliation underscores Wilson’s belief
that psychological wholeness depends upon cultural grounding.

Furthermore, Wilson challenges assimilationist narratives that equate integration with healing.
His drama implies that psychological restoration cannot be achieved through mere participation
in dominant institutions. Instead, it requires reclamation of cultural identity and acknowledgment
of historical truth. The dilemma is not solved by erasing difference but by affirming rootedness.

In examining Fences and The Piano Lesson through a socio-historical and cultural lens, this
study contributes to a broader scholarly conversation about the relationship between structural
racism and interior life. It argues that Wilson’s drama operates as a site of psychological
historiography—documenting not only what happened to African Americans but how those
events reshaped their inner worlds. By situating character psychology within historical
continuity, Wilson transforms personal drama into collective memory.

Ultimately, this study asserts that the psychological dilemma depicted in Wilson’s plays reflects
the paradox of African American modernity: a community striving for advancement while
carrying the enduring imprint of dispossession. Through Troy Maxson’s embittered authority and
Berniece’s protective attachment to memory, Wilson reveals that the struggle for identity unfolds
within the mind as much as within society. The internal landscape becomes a battleground where
history, aspiration, masculinity, memory, and cultural inheritance converge.

Thus, this research undertakes a detailed analysis of psychological fragmentation, generational
trauma, and cultural reclamation in Fences and The Piano Lesson, demonstrating that Wilson’s
theatre provides not only a chronicle of African American experience but a profound meditation
on the interior consequences of history itself.

Why ‘Fences’ and ‘The Piano Lesson’:

Selecting Fences and The Piano Lesson to examine the psychological identity of African
Americans is academically justified for several literary, historical, and thematic reasons. These
plays represent two crucial moments in August Wilson’s dramatic project known as ‘The
Pittsburgh Cycle’, which chronicles African American life across the twentieth century. Below
are the main scholarly reasons for choosing these two plays:

1. Representation of Two Different Historical Periods

The two plays depict African American experiences in different historical contexts, allowing a
comparative psychological analysis.

a. ‘The Piano Lesson’ (set in 1936) reflects the lingering psychological trauma of slavery
and the Great Migration era.



b. ‘Fences’ (set in the 1950s) portrays the psychological consequences of racial segregation
and limited opportunities during the postwar period.

This chronological difference helps trace the evolution of Black psychological identity from
inherited historical trauma to modern social frustration.

2. Centrality of Memory and Ancestral Consciousness

In ‘The Piano Lesson’, the carved piano symbolizes collective memory, ancestral suffering, and
cultural inheritance. The conflict between Berniece and Boy Willie represents two psychological
responses to history:

e preserving heritage
e transforming it into economic progress.

This tension makes the play a powerful framework for analyzing historical memory and identity
formation among African Americans.

3. Exploration of Psychological Trauma and Masculinity
‘Fence’s presents the character of Troy Maxson, whose psychological identity is shaped by:

e racial exclusion from professional baseball
e generational trauma

e paternal conflict
e internalized frustration.

Troy embodies the psychological consequences of systemic racism, illustrating how social
oppression becomes internal psychological conflict.

4. Intergenerational Identity Conflict

Both plays dramatize conflict between generations, which is essential for studying identity
formation.

In Fences: Troy vs. Cory reflects the clash between old survival mentality and new possibilities
for Black youth.

In The Piano Lesson: Berniece vs. Boy Willie represents the debate between cultural
preservation and economic mobility.

These conflicts reveal how African American identity evolves across generations.
5. Symbolic Representation of Psychological Boundaries
Both plays use powerful symbols to express psychological identity:

e The Fence — emotional barriers, protection, and isolation.
e The Piano — ancestral memory and historical consciousness.



These symbols allow deeper psycho-cultural interpretation of African American identity.
6. Critical Recognition and Scholarly Importance
Both plays are among the most critically acclaimed works of August Wilson.
‘Fence’s won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama and a Tony Award for Best Play.
‘The Piano Lesson’ also won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama.
Their critical status makes them ideal primary texts for academic research.
7. Complementary Psychological Perspectives
Together, the two plays offer two complementary dimensions of Black psychological identity:
The Piano Lesson: Collective memory and ancestral trauma
Fences: Individual frustration and social limitation
This combination allows a multi-layered psychological analysis of African American identity.

Then, choosing ‘Fences’ and ‘The Piano Lesson’ provides a comprehensive framework for
studying the psychological identity of African Americans because the two plays:

represent different historical stages,
explore intergenerational identity struggles,
dramatize trauma and memory, and
employ strong symbolic structures.

Together they illustrate how African American identity is shaped by history, social oppression,
and cultural memory.

2. Statement of the Problem
Although significant scholarship has examined Wilson’s work from historical, cultural, and

political perspectives, insufficient attention has been given to the psychological dimension of his
drama as a sustained thematic structure. The central problem addressed in this study is:

How does August Wilson dramatize the psychological dilemma of African Americans as a
product of historical trauma, racial exclusion, and contested identity in Fences and The Piano
Lesson?

The research seeks to explore how Wilson’s characters internalize systemic racism and negotiate
identity within a society that simultaneously promises inclusion and perpetuates marginalization.

3. Research Questions
1. How does Wilson represent intergenerational trauma in The Piano Lesson?

2. In what ways does Fences dramatize the psychological impact of racial exclusion on
Black masculinity?



3. How do symbols such as the piano and the fence function as metaphors for memory and
psychological boundaries?

4. How does Wilson critique assimilation into white American society?

5. What role do African American women play in preserving cultural continuity and
emotional stability?

6. How can Wilson’s drama be interpreted through Trauma Theory, Social Identity Theory,
and Postcolonial frameworks?

4. Research Objectives
This study aims to:

Examine the psychological consequences of historical oppression in Wilson’s drama.
Analyze the role of memory and material symbols in identity construction.

Investigate the gendered dimensions of African American psychological struggle.
Situate Wilson’s dramatic project within the ideological debates of the Civil Rights era.
Contribute to interdisciplinary scholarship linking literature and psychology.
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5. Justification of the Study (The Importance of the Study)

This research is justified for several reasons:

5.1. Scholarly Gap

While August Wilson has been widely studied in African American literary criticism, much
scholarship focuses on race politics, history, or cultural nationalism. There remains a need for a
comprehensive psychological reading that synthesizes trauma theory, identity formation, and
dramatic representation.

5.2. Relevance to Civil Rights Scholarship

The Civil Rights Movement is often analyzed in legal and political terms. However, legislative
reform does not automatically resolve psychological wounds. This study highlights the emotional
aftermath of systemic racism and contributes to a deeper understanding of post-Civil Rights
African American identity.

5.3. Interdisciplinary Contribution
By integrating literary criticism with psychological and postcolonial theory, the study bridges
disciplinary boundaries and offers a richer interpretive framework.

5.4. Contemporary Significance

Ongoing racial tensions in contemporary American society demonstrate that questions of
identity, memory, and trauma remain unresolved. Wilson’s drama provides insight into the roots
of these persistent dilemmas.

6. Literature Review: “The Psychological Dilemma of African Americans in the Drama of
August Wilson: A Socio-Historical and Cultural Study of Eences and The Piano Lesson




Critical scholarship on August Wilson has consistently emphasized his role as a major chronicler
of twentieth-century African American life. As the architect of the Pittsburgh Cycle, Wilson
constructed a dramatic corpus that maps African American experience decade by decade,
foregrounding history, memory, labor, spirituality, and family. While early criticism primarily
focused on historical representation and cultural nationalism, more recent scholarship has shifted
toward psychological, identity-based, and trauma-centered interpretations. However, despite this
growing body of work, a systematic socio-historical and psychological reading of Fences and
The Piano Lesson together—specifically framed around the concept of the “psychological
dilemma” of African Americans—remains underdeveloped.

This literature review synthesizes scholarship in five major areas:
1. Wilson as cultural historian and architect of Black memory
Trauma and intergenerational transmission in African American drama
Masculinity and psychological fracture in Fences
Memory, haunting, and ancestral identity in The Piano Lesson
Theoretical frameworks: Social lIdentity Theory, Postcolonial Theory, and Black
Aesthetic criticism
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Together, these strands establish the intellectual foundations for examining Wilson’s drama as a
psychological archive of African American experience.

6.1. August Wilson as Cultural Historian and Dramatic Archivist

Early critical responses to Wilson framed him primarily as a dramatist of Black history. Scholars
such as Elam (2004) and Shannon (1995) argue that Wilson’s project constitutes a theatrical
historiography that counters dominant Euro-American narratives. Elam contends that Wilson re-
centers African American subjectivity by transforming domestic spaces into historical sites,
thereby resisting the erasure of Black voices.

Similarly, Shannon emphasizes Wilson’s role in preserving African American cultural memory
through vernacular language, blues aesthetics, and spiritual traditions. These critics highlight
Wilson’s commitment to representing African American communities not as marginal but as
historically central.

6.2. Trauma Theory and Intergenerational Transmission
Trauma Theory, developed through the works of Caruth (1996) and La Capra (2001), provides a
framework for understanding how catastrophic historical events reverberate across generations.
Within African American studies, scholars such as Eyerman (2001) argue that slavery constitutes
a foundational cultural trauma whose psychological impact persists long after emancipation.

Several critics have applied trauma frameworks to Wilson’s plays. In readings of Fences,
scholars suggest that Troy Maxson’s bitterness stems not merely from personal failure but from
inherited historical exclusion. Troy’s psychological rigidity reflects what Fanon (1967) describes



as the internalization of colonial inferiority, where systemic oppression becomes self-regulating
behavior.

In The Piano Lesson, trauma manifests symbolically. The carved piano functions as what Hirsch
(1997) terms “postmemory”—a second-generation relationship to trauma transmitted through
narrative and artifact. Berniece’s refusal to play the piano reflects avoidance behavior common
in trauma response, while her final act of playing signifies working through inherited pain.

Yet, while trauma-centered readings exist, they are often limited to individual plays rather than
comparative analysis. A socio-historical approach reveals that both Fences and The Piano
Lesson dramatize distinct but interconnected modes of intergenerational trauma: one internalized
(Troy’s repression), the other externalized (the haunting piano).

6.3. Masculinity and Psychological Fracture in Fences

Criticism on Fences frequently centers on Black masculinity and the failure of the American
Dream. Scholars argue that Troy Maxson embodies a generation of Black men excluded from
economic mobility and athletic opportunity due to racial segregation.

Hooks (2004) discusses the crisis of Black masculinity as shaped by systemic marginalization,
noting how patriarchal authority becomes a compensatory mechanism for social powerlessness.
Troy’s authoritarian parenting, emotional repression, and infidelity can thus be read as
manifestations of wounded masculinity.

Gates (1988) suggests that Wilson situates Troy within a broader tradition of African American
male characters who struggle between resistance and resignation. Troy’s conflict with Cory
symbolizes generational tension: the father shaped by segregation versus the son positioned at
the threshold of Civil Rights reform.

However, existing scholarship sometimes frames Troy primarily as tragic or morally flawed. A
psychological dilemma framework allows for a more nuanced reading: Troy is neither hero nor
villain but a subject caught between historical injustice and internalized limitation. His tragedy
lies in his inability to reconcile historical injury with emotional adaptability.

6.4. Memory, Haunting, and Cultural Identity in “The Piano Lesson”

Scholars widely interpret The Piano Lesson as a meditation on heritage and cultural continuity.
Elam and Krasner (2001) argue that the play stages a philosophical debate about the relationship
between economic progress and ancestral responsibility.

The ghost of Sutter has been analyzed as a symbolic return of slavery’s unresolved legacy.
Drawing on Derrida’s concept of “hauntology,” some critics contend that the past remains
spectrally present, demanding acknowledgment.
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Berniece’s resistance to selling the piano reflects what Hall (1990) describes as identity as a
process rather than a fixed essence. Her ultimate decision to embrace the piano suggests that
identity formation requires active engagement with history rather than denial.

While memory-centered readings are abundant, fewer critics integrate these insights into a
broader psychological analysis. The piano is not merely a cultural artifact; it is a psychic object
that embodies collective memory. The siblings’ conflict thus represents competing psychological
strategies for survival: economic assimilation (Boy Willie) versus historical preservation
(Berniece).

6.5. Social Identity Theory and Group Consciousness

Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979) posits that individuals derive self-concept from
group membership. Within racially stratified societies, group identity becomes both protective
and contested.

Applying this framework to Wilson’s drama reveals how characters negotiate belonging and
exclusion. Troy’s skepticism toward integration reflects a damaged collective identity shaped by
systemic denial. Conversely, Boy Willie’s determination to buy land represents a bid for
economic inclusion within American capitalism.

Wilson’s plays dramatize the tension between assimilation and cultural autonomy—a central
dilemma in post-Civil Rights African American identity formation. Scholars such as West
(1993) argue that African American consciousness oscillates between resistance to dominant
structures and participation within them. Wilson’s characters embody this oscillation.

6.6. Postcolonial Perspectives and Internalized Oppression

Postcolonial theorists such as Fanon (1967) and Bhabha (1994) offer valuable insights into
Wilson’s representation of racialized identity. Fanon’s analysis of colonized psychology parallels
the African American experience of systemic subordination.

Troy’s internalized pessimism mirrors Fanon’s notion of colonial trauma, where structural
exclusion produces self-limiting belief systems. Meanwhile, The Piano Lesson dramatizes
cultural hybridity and resistance, as the carved piano transforms an object of oppression into a
site of reclamation.

Postcolonial readings situate Wilson’s drama within global narratives of resistance and cultural
recovery, expanding interpretation beyond strictly American frameworks.

6.7. Black Aesthetic and Cultural Nationalism

Wilson openly aligned himself with Black cultural nationalism. Influenced by Amiri Baraka and
the Black Arts Movement, he emphasized the importance of African American storytelling
traditions, blues music, and vernacular speech. Critics argue that Wilson’s aesthetic affirms
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cultural specificity rather than universal abstraction. His refusal to center white perspectives
represents an act of artistic autonomy.

Within this tradition, psychological dilemma is inseparable from cultural dislocation. The
recovery of ancestral voice—symbolized by Berniece’s piano playing—constitutes not only
personal healing but collective affirmation.

6.8. Gaps in the Literature
Despite extensive scholarship, three significant gaps remain:

1. Limited integration of trauma, identity, and postcolonial frameworks within a unified
model.

2. Insufficient comparative analysis of Fences and The Piano Lesson as complementary
explorations of psychological conflict.

3. Underdeveloped emphasis on psychological dilemma as a conceptual category linking
history, masculinity, memory, and assimilation.

This study addresses these gaps by synthesizing interdisciplinary theory within a socio-historical
analysis.

7. Theoretical Framework:

The frame work of this research is manipulated in the following elements:
7.1. Double Consciousness
Drawing on W.E.B. Du Bois, the African American subject experiences a divided self: American
citizen versus racial outsider. Troy Maxson in Fences embodies this split, as he measures
himself through white societal standards while simultaneously resenting exclusion.

7.2. Fanonian Internalized Trauma

Frantz Fanon argues that colonized subjects internalize imposed inferiority. Although African
Americans were not overseas colonials, slavery and segregation created an internal colonial
structure. Levee (in Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, though outside this study) exemplifies this
dynamic, but Troy and Boy Willie also display psychological responses to systemic denial.

7.3. Cultural Memory and Post-memory

In The Piano Lesson, trauma is carved into the piano itself. The object represents inherited
suffering. The characters’ psychological conflicts are shaped by ancestral memory, not merely
present conditions.

7.4. Socio-Historical Context

7.4.1. 1930s America (The Piano Lesson)
o Great Depression
e Sharecropping system
« Migration to Northern cities
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e Lingering post-slavery economic exploitation

The Charles family’s struggle over the piano reflects unresolved slavery trauma within modern
capitalist aspiration.

7.4.2. 1950s America (Fences)
o Segregated labor systems
e Exclusion from professional sports
o Early Civil Rights tensions

Troy’s psychological bitterness stems from racial barriers in baseball, shaping his authoritarian
fatherhood.

7.5. Psychological Dilemma in Fences
7.5.1. Internalized Defeat
Troy’s repeated claim that “the white man ain’t gonna let you get nowhere” reflects a

psychological resignation shaped by systemic injustice. His trauma is transferred to Cory,
creating generational tension.

7.5.2. Masculinity Crisis
Troy equates masculinity with control and provision. His affair and emotional rigidity expose
insecurity masked as authority.

7.5.3. Generational Conflict
Cory represents emerging opportunity; Troy represents historical limitation. Their conflict
dramatizes psychological dissonance between hope and inherited trauma.

7.5.4. Rose as Stabilizing Force
Rose’s emotional resilience contrasts Troy’s fragmentation. She embodies communal endurance
rather than ego-centered masculinity.

7.6. Psychological Dilemma in “The Piano Lesson”

7.6.1. Trauma as Inheritance
The piano symbolizes enslaved ancestors carved into wood. Berniece’s refusal to sell it reflects

psychological preservation; Boy Willie’s desire to sell it reflects economic ambition.

7.6.2. Memory versus Mobility
Berniece fears erasure of history; Boy Willie seeks liberation through ownership of land. Their
conflict is psychological before economic.

7.6.3. Spiritual Resolution
The climactic invocation of ancestors suggests that healing requires acknowledgment of history,
not suppression.

7.6.4. Comparative Analysis

13



Dimension Fences The Piano Lesson

| Primary Conflict | Father—son tension | Sibling tension |
| Root Trauma | Racial exclusion insports || Slavery legacy |
| Psychological Pattern | Internalized defeat | Memory-based resistance |
| Resolution | Partial reconciliation | Spiritual reconciliation |

Wilson presents psychological fragmentation as generationally transmitted but culturally
negotiable.

7.6.5. Comparative Psychological Patterns

Category Fences The Piano Lesson
Dominant Emotion Bitterness Anxiety
Trauma Response Withdrawal Confrontation
Masculinity Model Defensive Authority Aggressive Aspiration
Resolution Partial Spiritual

Wilson contrasts psychological stagnation with cultural invocation.

So the research will be grounded in the following theoretical perspectives:

1. Social Identity Theory: To examine how group affiliation and racial categorization
influence self-concept and behavior.

2. Trauma Theory: To analyze intergenerational psychological effects of slavery and racial
violence.

3. Postcolonial Theory: To interpret African American identity as a colonized subject position
within dominant white culture.

4. Black Aesthetic Theory: To understand Wilson’s emphasis on cultural specificity and
resistance to assimilation.

8.  Research Methodology
The study will adopt a qualitative research design based on:

o Close textual analysis of Fences and The Piano Lesson

« Historical contextualization within the Civil Rights Movement
o Comparative thematic analysis

« Critical engagement with secondary scholarship

Primary texts will be examined in relation to symbolic structures, character development,
dialogue, and dramatic form. Secondary sources will include scholarly works on Wilson, African
American literature, trauma theory, and identity studies.

9. The Research Structure:

This research comes according to the following structural plan:
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a. Introductory Chapter: Introduction

Background, research problem, objectives, methodology
b. Chapter Two: Historical and Theoretical Context

Civil Rights Movement, Black nationalism, theoretical foundations.

c. Chapter Three: Memory, Trauma, and Identity in The Piano Lesson
Symbolism of the piano, ancestral haunting, historical inheritance

d. Chapter Four: Masculinity and Emotional Boundaries in Fences
Racial exclusion, paternal authority, symbolism of fences, role of Rose

e.  Chapter Five: Comparative Analysis
Shared themes, identity reconstruction, gender roles, and cultural affirmation

f. Concluding Chapter: Findings, Conclusion, Recommendations and References

g. Proposed Timeline

| Stage [ Duration |
| Literature Review |  1month |
| Theoretical Framework Development | 2weeks |
| Textual Analysis | 1month |
| Drafting Chapters | 1month |
| Revision and Editing | 2weeks |

10. Discussion
10.1. The Two Plays in Focus
10.1.1. Detailed Summary of “Fences” (1985)

“Fences” is set in 1950s Pittsburgh during a period of racial segregation and limited economic

“mobility for African Americans. The play centers on the Maxson family and unfolds primarily
in the backyard of their home. The historical context—post-World War 11 America prior to the
major victories of the Civil Rights Movement—deeply shapes the characters’ struggles.

Plot Overview

The protagonist, Troy Maxson, is a 53-year-old African American sanitation worker and former
Negro League baseball player. Troy once dreamed of becoming a professional baseball player,
but racial discrimination prevented him from entering Major League Baseball during his prime.
Although Jackie Robinson had broken the color barrier in 1947, Troy believes the opportunity
came too late for him. His sense of injustice defines his worldview.

Troy lives with his devoted wife, Rose, and their teenage son, Cory. He also has an older son,
Lyons, from a previous relationship. The play opens with Troy and his friend Jim Bono
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discussing workplace discrimination. Troy challenges the sanitation department’s policy that
only white men are allowed to drive the garbage trucks. Eventually, Troy is promoted to driver,
marking a small victory in racial progress.

The central conflict emerges between Troy and Cory. Cory has the opportunity to earn a college
football scholarship, but Troy refuses to allow him to pursue it. He insists that racial barriers will
ultimately block Cory’s success, just as they did his own. Troy forces Cory to abandon football
and take a job at a grocery store instead. This decision reflects Troy’s internalized racial
pessimism and authoritarian masculinity.

As the play progresses, it is revealed that Troy has been having an affair with a woman named
Alberta. Alberta becomes pregnant, and Rose is devastated. Shortly afterward, Alberta dies
during childbirth, leaving Troy with a newborn daughter, Raynell. Despite her heartbreak, Rose
agrees to raise the child but withdraws emotionally from Troy.

The play’s title symbol, the fence, operates on multiple levels. Rose wants the fence built to
protect and unify the family, while Troy builds it slowly, symbolizing emotional separation.
Ultimately, Cory confronts Troy physically after years of resentment, and Troy forces him to
leave home.

In the final act, set several years later, Troy has died. The family gathers for his funeral. Cory,
now a Marine, initially refuses to attend but ultimately decides to go, signaling a partial
reconciliation with his father’s legacy. The play ends with a bittersweet tone, emphasizing
endurance, memory, and generational continuity.

Major Themes
e The failure of the American Dream
o Intergenerational trauma
o Black masculinity and authority
o Racial exclusion and systemic injustice
« Emotional repression
e The symbolic function of boundaries (the fence)

10.1.2. Detailed Summary of “The Piano Lesson” (1987)

Set in 1936 Pittsburgh during the Great Depression, The Piano Lesson focuses on the Charles
family. The play takes place largely in the home of Doaker Charles. Unlike Fences, that
emphasizes psychological damage from exclusion, The Piano Lesson centers on memory,
heritage, and ancestral identity.

Plot Overview

The conflict revolves around a family heirloom: a carved piano originally owned by a white
slaveholding family, the Sutters. During slavery, the Charles family’s ancestors were traded for
the piano. In response, an enslaved ancestor carved the faces and stories of family members into
the piano’s surface, transforming it into a repository of African American history.
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The central characters are siblings Berniece and Boy Willie. Boy Willie arrives from Mississippi
with the intention of selling the piano in order to buy the land once owned by the Sutters. For
him, purchasing land represents economic independence and freedom. Berniece, however,
refuses to sell the piano because she sees it as sacred—a symbol of ancestral suffering and
survival.

The tension between the siblings reflects a deeper philosophical conflict: Should African
Americans prioritize economic progress (selling the past to secure the future) or preserve cultural
memory (honoring ancestral history)? Boy Willie views the piano as capital; Berniece views it as
heritage.

Throughout the play, the ghost of Sutter appears symbolically, suggesting that the legacy of
slavery continues to haunt the present. Berniece refuses to play the piano because doing so forces
her to confront painful memories. However, at the climax, when Sutter’s ghost threatens Boy
Willie, Berniece finally plays the piano and calls upon her ancestors. This act transforms the
piano from a burden into a source of spiritual empowerment.

The play ends without the piano being sold. Boy Willie returns South, and Berniece embraces
her heritage. The resolution affirms the necessity of confronting and honoring history rather than
erasing it.

Major Themes
e Ancestral memory and historical inheritance
o Cultural identity vs. economic mobility
e The legacy of slavery
e Spiritual resistance
e The power of storytelling and art
e The tension between past and future

10.1.3. Comparative Significance
While both plays belong to Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle, they explore different dimensions of the

African American psychological dilemma:

e “Fences” focuses on internalized racial defeat and masculine crisis in the postwar era.

e “The Piano Lesson” emphasizes cultural memory and the spiritual consequences of
historical trauma.

e In Fences, trauma manifests as repression and authoritarian control. In The Piano
Lesson, trauma appears as haunting memory and contested inheritance. Together, the
plays demonstrate Wilson’s broader dramatic project: transforming the domestic stage
into a site of historical reckoning, identity negotiation, and cultural survival.

« Wilson challenges the myth of individual failure. His characters are not weak; they are
historically burdened. Psychological damage results from systemic oppression, not
personal deficiency.

e Unlike assimilationist narratives, Wilson proposes that healing emerges from cultural
grounding. In The Piano Lesson, reconciliation occurs through ancestral invocation. In

17



Fences, reconciliation is partial; suggesting that unresolved bitterness persists when
history remains unprocessed.

10.2. Chapter Two: Historical and Theoretical Context

10.2.1. Introduction

The psychological dilemmas dramatized in the plays of August Wilson cannot be fully
understood without situating them within the historical, cultural, and intellectual traditions that
shaped African American experience. Wilson’s dramatic project is neither purely aesthetic nor
merely historical; it is an interdisciplinary reconstruction of African American consciousness
across the twentieth century. His Pittsburgh Cycle functions as a cultural historiography that
examines how collective trauma, racial exclusion, economic marginalization, and cultural
resilience converge in the formation of Black identity.

This chapter establishes the socio-historical and theoretical framework necessary for analyzing
Fences and The Piano Lesson. It argues that Wilson’s theatre emerges from four interlocking
contexts:

1. The historical evolution of African American experience from slavery to the post—Civil
Rights era.

2. The ideological debate between assimilation and cultural nationalism.

3. The theoretical paradigms of Trauma Theory, Social Identity Theory, and Postcolonial
Theory.

4. The Black Aesthetic movement and its insistence on cultural autonomy.

Wilson’s plays dramatize not simply historical events but the interior consequences of those
events. Thus, this chapter provides the intellectual groundwork upon which the later textual
analysis will rest.

10.2.2. Slavery and the Origins of Psychological Dislocation

The transatlantic slave trade constituted one of the most profound systems of dehumanization in
modern history. Scholars such as Patterson (1982) describe slavery as “social death,” a condition
in which individuals are stripped of legal identity, kinship structures, and cultural autonomy. For
African Americans, slavery was not solely an economic system but a comprehensive
psychological assault.

Enslavement fractured:
o Familial continuity
e Linguistic heritage
e Religious autonomy
« Bodily agency

Fanon (1967) argues that colonial domination produces internalized inferiority, embedding racial
hierarchy within the psyche of the oppressed. Although Fanon wrote primarily about colonial
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Algeria, his insights apply to the American racial context. The enslaved subject is constructed as
inferior, primitive, and subhuman—a narrative that persists beyond emancipation.

In The Piano Lesson, the carved piano symbolizes this historical rupture. The exchange of
enslaved family members for a piano demonstrates the commodification of Black bodies. Yet the
act of carving ancestral images into the instrument represents a reversal of erasure: memory
inscribed upon property. As Elam (2004) suggests, Wilson transforms the stage into a repository
of historical memory, re-centering African American subjectivity.

The trauma of slavery becomes intergenerational. Caruth (1996) posits that trauma is not fully
experienced in the moment of occurrence; it returns belatedly, haunting subsequent generations.
This theoretical model illuminates Wilson’s dramaturgy: the ghost of Sutter in The Piano Lesson
is not merely supernatural but symbolic of unprocessed historical violence.

10.2.3. Reconstruction, Jim Crow, and the Institutionalization of Racial Hierarchy
Following the Civil War, Reconstruction briefly promised political inclusion for formerly
enslaved populations. However, the withdrawal of federal protections in 1877 enabled the rise of
Jim Crow segregation. Du Bois (1903) famously described the twentieth century as defined by
“the problem of the color line.”
Jim Crow enforced:

« Racial segregation in public institutions

« Disenfranchisement

e Economic dependency

« Violence through lynching

Alexander (2010) argues that racial hierarchy in the United States evolved rather than
disappeared, shifting forms across historical periods. This historical continuity informs Troy
Maxson’s psychological formation in Fences. Although set in the 1950s, Troy’s formative years
occurred under rigid segregation. His exclusion from Major League Baseball reflects structural
discrimination.

Gates (2011) notes that African American identity has historically been shaped by “double
consciousness™: a concept articulated by Du Bois (1903). This condition describes the tension
between self-perception and imposed racial identity. Troy embodies this duality: he measures
himself against American ideals of success while recognizing that those ideals systematically
excluded him.

Thus, Wilson situates personal disappointment within structural oppression.

10.2.4. The Great Migration and Urban Identity

Between 1916 and 1970, over six million African Americans migrated from the rural South to
Northern cities. This movement reshaped Black identity, creating new cultural forms while
reproducing economic hardship (Wilkerson, 2010).
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Urban migration offered industrial employment but also introduced:

e Housing segregation (redlining)
o Labor discrimination

e Overcrowded neighborhoods

e Cultural fragmentation

Pittsburgh, Wilson’s primary setting, reflects this transitional urban space. As Shannon (1995)
argues, Wilson’s Hill District becomes a microcosm of Black urban experience—simultaneously
communal and marginalized.

In The Piano Lesson, Boy Willie’s arrival from Mississippi dramatizes the migration narrative.
He represents rural Southern aspiration entering Northern industrial modernity. Yet the promise
of economic advancement collides with the persistence of racial hierarchy.

The migration context therefore shapes both plays’ underlying tension between movement and
memory.

10.2.5. The Civil Rights Movement and Post—Civil Rights Ambivalence

The mid-twentieth century witnessed significant civil rights legislation. The Civil Rights Act
(1964) and Voting Rights Act (1965) dismantled legal segregation. However, structural
inequalities persisted.

Marable (2007) argues that post—Civil Rights America experienced a paradox: political rights
expanded while economic inequality widened. This paradox produces psychological
ambivalence—hope interwoven with skepticism.

Troy’s worldview in Fences reflects pre-integration realism. Cory represents post-integration
optimism. Their conflict symbolizes generational transition.

In The Piano Lesson, Berniece’s reluctance to relinquish the piano reflects distrust of economic
promises unaccompanied by historical acknowledgment. Wilson thus interrogates the limits of
legislative reform. Political change does not automatically produce psychological healing.

10.2.6. Assimilation versus Cultural Nationalism
One of the central intellectual debates within African American thought concerns assimilation
versus cultural autonomy.

10.2.6.1. Assimilation

Assimilationist ideology argues for integration into dominant American structures. Washington
(1901) advocated vocational education and gradual advancement. This approach emphasizes
economic participation as a pathway to equality.
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Boy Willie’s desire to purchase land aligns with this ideology. Land ownership symbolizes entry
into American capitalism.

10.2.6.2. Cultural Nationalism

In contrast, Black Nationalist thinkers such as Malcolm X and Garvey emphasized self-
determination and racial pride. The Black Arts Movement extended this philosophy into artistic
practice (Neal, 1968).

Wilson publicly rejected color-blind assimilation. In his controversial 1996 speech “The Ground
on Which I Stand,” he insisted that Black theatre must reflect Black cultural experience rather
than seek validation within white institutions.

Berniece’s defense of the piano embodies this stance. For her, economic gain cannot replace
cultural inheritance.

10.2.7. Trauma Theory and Intergenerational Memory

Trauma Theory provides a crucial interpretive lens. Caruth (1996) argues that trauma disrupts
narrative continuity. Hirsch (2008) introduces the concept of “post-memory,” describing how
descendants inherit traumatic experiences through stories and images.

In Fences, Troy’s trauma is internalized and projected. His authoritarian parenting reflects what
LaCapra (2001) calls “acting out” rather than “working through.”

In The Piano Lesson, Berniece’s climactic invocation of ancestors represents working through
trauma. By speaking ancestral names, she transforms silence into articulation. Wilson’s theatre
thus stages both trauma repetition and trauma reconciliation.

10.2.8. Social Identity Theory and Masculine Crisis
Tajfel and Turner (1979) argue that group membership forms a core component of identity.
When group status is devalued, individuals experience identity threat.

African American masculinity has historically been destabilized by economic exclusion. Majors
and Billson (1992) describe “cool pose” as a performance of strength masking vulnerability.

Troy exemplifies this phenomenon. His rigid authority conceals emotional insecurity. His affair
with Alberta represents an attempt to reclaim lost vitality.

Boy Willie, by contrast, performs assertive masculinity oriented toward future gain. Yet his
ambition risks erasing historical continuity. Wilson therefore portrays masculinity as
simultaneously wounded and adaptive.

10.2.9. Postcolonial Theory and Internal Colonialism

Postcolonial theory examines how dominant cultures construct subordinate identities. Although
African Americans were not colonized abroad, Blauner (1972) conceptualizes them as an
internally colonized population.
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Fanon (1967) argues that colonization shapes self-perception. Wilson challenges colonial
narratives by centering African American historical agency. The piano in The Piano Lesson
functions as a counter-colonial text. It inscribes Black history onto a white-owned object,
reversing authorship. Similarly, Troy’s challenge to workplace discrimination reflects resistance
to colonial labor hierarchy.

10.2.10. Black Aesthetic and Cultural Autonomy
The Black Arts Movement emphasized art as political expression (Neal, 1968). Baraka (1966)
argued that Black art must serve Black liberation. Wilson’s dramaturgy incorporates:

e Blues structure
e Oral storytelling

e Communal dialogue

e Spiritual ritual
Elam (2004) notes that Wilson’s language replicates the rhythm of Black vernacular speech,
affirms cultural specificity. Thus, Wilson’s theatre is not merely narrative but aesthetic
resistance.

10.2.11. Memory as Political Practice

Memory in Wilson’s drama is neither nostalgic nor passive. It is active and contested.
In Fences, memory traps Troy in bitterness.

In The Piano Lesson, memory empowers Berniece.

Connerton (1989) argues that collective memory sustains identity. Wilson dramatizes this
process theatrically.

10.2.12. Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated that Wilson’s portrayal of psychological dilemma emerges from a
dense historical and theoretical matrix.

From slavery and Jim Crow to migration and Civil Rights reform, African American identity
developed under systemic constraint. Theoretical frameworks—Trauma Theory, Social Identity
Theory, Postcolonial critique, and Black Aesthetic philosophy—illuminate how Wilson
transforms this history into dramatic form.

“Fences” dramatizes internalized trauma and masculine crisis.

“The Piano Lesson” dramatizes ancestral memory and cultural reclamation.

Together, they reveal that liberation requires not only legal reform but psychological
reconciliation.

10.3. Chapter Three: Memory, Trauma, and Identity in The Piano Lesson

Within the dramatic architecture of August Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle, The Piano Lesson
represents one of the most philosophically and psychologically intricate meditations on African
American identity. Set in 1936 Pittsburgh during the Great Depression, the play dramatizes a
domestic dispute between siblings Berniece and Boy Willie Charles over the fate of a carved
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family piano. Yet beneath the apparent simplicity of this conflict lies a complex interrogation of
memory, trauma, historical inheritance, masculinity, spirituality, and cultural autonomy.

This chapter argues that The Piano Lesson stages the African American psychological dilemma
as a struggle between commodified history and sacred memory, between economic futurity and
ancestral accountability. The piano functions as a symbolic archive of slavery, while the
haunting presence of Sutter’s ghost dramatizes the persistence of unresolved racial violence.
Through ritual performance and musical invocation, Wilson transforms trauma into narrative
reclamation.

Drawing upon Trauma Theory (Caruth, 1996; LaCapra, 2001), memory studies (Hirsch, 2008;
Nora, 1989), Postcolonial Theory (Fanon, 1967; Bhabha, 1994), and Black Aesthetic criticism
(Neal, 1968; Elam, 2004), this chapter demonstrates how Wilson constructs the domestic stage as
a site of historical reckoning and identity negotiation.

10.3.1. The Piano as Historical Archive

At the symbolic center of the play stands the piano—an object layered with historical violence
and creative resistance. Its origin story recounts how enslaved members of the Charles family
were exchanged for the instrument by the white Sutter family. In response, an enslaved ancestor
carved the faces and stories of his kin into the piano’s wood. This act transforms the instrument
from commodity to counter-archive.

10.3.1.1. Commodification and Inscription

Slavery functioned through commodification—Black bodies reduced to exchangeable property
(Patterson, 1982). The piano’s origin reflects this logic. However, the carved images subvert
commodification. The enslaved artisan inscribes family memory onto an object that once
symbolized loss.

This transformation aligns with Nora’s (1989) concept of lieux de mémoire—sites where
memory crystallizes. The piano becomes a mobile monument, preserving suppressed history
within domestic space.

Wilson thus reclaims historical authorship. Within a system that denied literacy and legal
agency, carving becomes narrative assertion. The piano is not simply a prop; it is a text inscribed
by the enslaved.

10.3.1.2. Post-memory and Generational Transmission

Hirsch (2008) defines “postmemory” as the intergenerational transmission of trauma to
descendants who did not directly experience it. Berniece embodies postmemory. She did not
endure slavery, yet she carries its psychic weight.

Her reluctance to play the piano signals ambivalence toward inherited trauma. Music would

activate ancestral voices; silence suppresses them. Trauma persists not through explicit
recollection but through embodied tension.
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Wilson dramatizes how historical violence becomes familial atmosphere—present yet unspoken.

10.3.2. Haunting as Historical Return
The supernatural presence of Sutter’s ghost introduces a spectral dimension to the play. Far from
mere theatrical device, the ghost symbolizes the persistence of racial hierarchy.

Caruth (1996) argues that trauma returns belatedly, disrupting present consciousness. Sutter’s
haunting enacts this return. He represents unresolved white dominance lingering within Black
domestic space.

10.3.2.1. The Ghost as Colonial Residue
From a postcolonial perspective, haunting signifies incomplete decolonization (Fanon, 1967).

Although slavery formally ended, its ideological structures persist. The ghost materializes
historical power imbalance.

The haunting intensifies as Boy Willie insists on selling the piano. His economic logic
reactivates the object’s commodified origin. Thus, the ghost emerges when history risks
repetition. Wilson suggests that economic participation without historical reckoning reproduces
colonial structures.

10.3.3. Berniece: Silence, Preservation, and Sacred Memory
Berniece functions as the moral and psychological center of the play. Her refusal to sell—or even
play—the piano reflects protective reverence.

10.3.3.1. Silence as Trauma Avoidance

LaCapra (2001) distinguishes between “acting out” and “working through.” Berniece initially
remains suspended between both. Her silence prevents trivialization but also delays
confrontation.

Silence becomes defensive containment. Trauma theory suggests that survivors often avoid
stimuli linked to pain (Caruth, 1996). The piano’s music would reawaken ancestral suffering. Yet
Berniece’s silence also safeguards sacredness. She resists reducing memory to entertainment or
transaction.

10.3.3.2. Ritual Invocation and Transformation

The play’s climax occurs when Berniece finally plays the piano and calls her ancestors by name.
This moment constitutes ritual exorcism.

Naming restores lineage. Speech replaces silence. Music transforms lament into affirmation.
LaCapra (2001) describes working through as integrating trauma into narrative memory without

erasure. Berniece’s performance exemplifies this process. The ghost recedes not because history
disappears but because it has been acknowledged.
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Wilson affirms that healing emerges through ritualized remembrance.
10.3.4. Boy Willie: Economic Futurity and Masculine Assertion

Boy Willie embodies forward-looking ambition. His desire to purchase land reflects belief in
economic redemption.

10.3.4.1. Land Ownership and American Capitalism
Land historically symbolized autonomy within American ideology. Boy Willie’s aspiration
aligns with assimilationist logic: success through capitalist participation.

Yet this aspiration is paradoxical. He seeks to buy land from the Sutter family—the lineage tied
to ancestral enslavement. Economic liberation remains entangled with historical subjugation.

10.3.4.2. Masculinity and Assertion

African American masculinity has been destabilized by economic exclusion (Majors and Billson,
1992). Boy Willie performs assertive masculinity as resistance to marginalization.

Unlike Troy Maxson in Fences, whose masculinity turns inward and authoritarian, Boy Willie’s
masculinity is outward and aspirational. However, his vision risks sacrificing ancestral
continuity.

Wilson does not condemn Boy Willie; rather, he dramatizes the tension between material
advancement and cultural fidelity.

10.3.5. Spirituality and African Cosmology
Wilson integrates African diasporic spirituality into the play’s structure. The ghostly presence
and ritual invocation reflect cosmological continuity.

Bhabha (1994) emphasizes hybridity within postcolonial identity. Wilson’s dramaturgy merges
Western realism with African spiritual cosmology, creating theatrical hybridity.

The domestic space becomes sacred space. Memory operates through invocation, not
documentation. Spirituality thus counters colonial rationalism, affirming alternative
epistemologies.

10.3.6. Identity as Negotiation

Identity in The Piano Lesson emerges through negotiation rather than resolution.
e Berniece represents historical rootedness.
e Boy Willie represents economic futurity.

Their conflict embodies Du Bois’s (1903) “double consciousness”—the tension between
American participation and African heritage.

Wilson suggests that identity requires integration rather than erasure. The piano remains within
the family, symbolizing continuity.
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10.3.7. Trauma, Memory, and Cultural Survival
Wilson’s dramatic vision affirms that memory, though burdensome, is essential for survival.
Forgetting perpetuates trauma; confrontation transforms it.

Through ritual performance, the piano evolves from burden to empowerment. It becomes not
merely reminder of suffering but testament to endurance.

Elam (2004) argues that Wilson stages “the past as present,” collapsing temporal distance. The
play exemplifies this technique: slavery enters the living room.

10.3.8. Comparative Reflection with Fences
When placed alongside Fences, The Piano Lesson reveals complementary dimensions of the
psychological dilemma.

o Fences: trauma internalized as bitterness.

e The Piano Lesson: trauma externalized as haunting.

Troy represses history; Berniece confronts it. Wilson thus offers dual models of response: denial
Versus engagement.

Then, The Piano Lesson articulates one of the most profound explorations of memory and
identity in modern American drama. Through the symbolic piano, ancestral haunting, and ritual
invocation, Wilson dramatizes the enduring psychological consequences of slavery and racial
oppression.

The piano functions as archive, monument, and spiritual instrument. Berniece’s final
performance transforms inherited trauma into empowered cultural continuity.

Wilson ultimately suggests that liberation demands historical confrontation. Economic
participation alone cannot secure psychological freedom. Identity emerges through
remembrance, ritual, and reclaimed authorship.

The Piano Lesson therefore stands as a theatrical affirmation that the past must be neither sold
nor silenced, but honored and integrated.

10.4. Chapter Four: Masculinity and Emotional Boundaries in Fences
10.4.1. Introduction: Masculinity Under Historical Pressure

In Fences, August Wilson constructs one of the most psychologically complex representations of
African American masculinity in twentieth-century American drama. Set in 1957 Pittsburgh, the
play unfolds within the intimate domestic space of the Maxson household; yet its emotional and
ideological conflicts extend far beyond the backyard fence. Through the figure of Troy Maxson,
Wilson dramatizes how racial exclusion, generational trauma, economic marginalization, and
patriarchal expectations converge to produce a masculinity defined by emotional repression,
authoritarian control, and internal fracture.
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This chapter argues that Fences presents African American masculinity as historically wounded
and psychologically defensive. Troy’s rigid paternal authority, his emotional boundaries, his
extramarital transgression, and his symbolic relationship to the fence collectively reveal how
systemic racial exclusion becomes internalized as masculine hardness. By integrating
Masculinity Theory (Connell), Trauma Theory (Caruth), Social ldentity Theory (Tajfel &
Turner), and Black cultural criticism, this chapter demonstrates that Wilson does not simply
portray a flawed father; he dramatizes a socio-historical masculine crisis rooted in exclusion
from full American citizenship.

10.4.2. The Socio-Historical Construction of Black Masculinity

10.4.2.1. Segregation, Labor, and Masculine Dispossession

Troy Maxson belongs to a generation shaped by Jim Crow segregation. As a former Negro
League baseball player, he embodies the promise of Black athletic excellence denied institutional
recognition. The delayed integration of Major League Baseball after Jackie Robinson’s
breakthrough did not benefit Troy; by then he was considered “too old.”

Racial exclusion from professional sports symbolizes broader systemic barriers: employment
discrimination, housing segregation, and social invisibility. Masculinity in American ideology is
traditionally linked to success, mobility, and public validation. Denied these avenues, Troy
experiences what can be termed masculine dispossession—a condition in which the symbolic
foundations of manhood are destabilized.

His employment as a garbage collector reinforces racialized labor hierarchy. When he protests
that only white men are allowed to drive trucks, he challenges structural inequality. His eventual
promotion, however, offers limited psychological relief. Structural injustice is not erased; it is
merely reconfigured.

Thus, Troy’s bitterness is not irrational. It emerges from historical reality. Yet Wilson
complicates sympathy by showing how Troy transforms systemic injustice into domestic
tyranny.

10.4.3. Emotional Repression as Survival Mechanism

10.4.3.1. Trauma and Defensive Masculinity

Trauma Theory suggests that unresolved historical suffering often manifests through emotional
constriction and repetition. Troy’s storytelling about his abusive father reveals early exposure to
violence and emotional deprivation. He recounts fleeing home at fourteen after brutal
punishment.

Instead of processing trauma, Troy converts vulnerability into hardness. Emotional expression
becomes equated with weakness. Love is replaced with duty. Provision substitutes affection.

27



When Cory asks, “How come you ain’t never liked me?” Troy replies that providing food and
shelter fulfills paternal obligation. This exchange reveals emotional boundaries as protective
armor.

10.4.3.2. The Performance of Masculine Authority

Drawing from Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity, Troy attempts to assert dominance
within the only sphere he controls: the household. In a racially stratified society where Black
men were denied public authority, domestic authority becomes compensatory.

Troy’s command—“I’m the boss around here”—reflects not only patriarchal ideology but racial
frustration. Masculinity becomes a performance designed to counter feelings of powerlessness.
Yet this performance alienates him from his family. Emotional boundaries create isolation.

10.4.4. Paternal Authority and Generational Conflict

10.4.4.1. Projection and the Denial of Possibility

Cory represents post—Civil Rights possibility. His football scholarship symbolizes expanded
opportunity. Troy’s refusal to allow him to pursue it reflects projection of historical trauma onto
the present.

From a psychological perspective, Troy engages in anticipatory defeatism—assuming
inevitable failure to protect against disappointment. By denying Cory’s chance, he seeks to
shield him from pain, but instead replicates restriction. The climactic confrontation between
father and son dramatizes historical transition. Cory challenges paternal authority, signaling
generational rupture.

10.4.4.2. The Inheritance of Masculine Hardness

Troy’s father embodied violent patriarchy. Troy rejects his father’s cruelty verbally, yet
unconsciously reproduces emotional distance. Trauma is transmitted not through memory alone
but through behavioral patterns.

Wilson illustrates how historical suffering becomes familial inheritance. The psychological
dilemma thus extends beyond one individual—it is intergenerational.

10.4.5. The Symbolism of the Fence

10.4.5.1. Boundary, Protection, and Isolation

The fence functions as the play’s organized metaphor. Rose desires the fence to keep her family
united. For her, it signifies protection.

For Troy, the fence evolves into a marker of separation. His slow construction mirrors his
emotional withdrawal. The fence encloses but also confines.

10.4.5.2. Racial Segregation as Invisible Fence
On a broader level, the fence symbolizes structural segregation. African Americans historically
faced invisible boundaries limiting mobility and aspiration.
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Troy internalizes these social fences. Psychological boundaries mirror societal exclusion. Wilson
transforms architecture into metaphor, materializing emotional and racial barriers.

10.4.6. Masculinity, Infidelity, and the Illusion of Escape
Troy’s affair with Alberta reflects a search for affirmation. He describes the relationship as
freedom from responsibility.

Masculine crisis often manifests through attempts to reclaim vitality. Denied public recognition,
Troy seeks validation in private transgression.

Alberta’s death during childbirth shatters this illusion. The birth of Raynell forces confrontation
with consequence. Rose’s decision to raise the child while emotionally distancing herself from
Troy redefines moral strength.

10.4.7. Rose as Counter-Masculine Force

10.4.7.1. Emotional Intelligence and Moral Authority
Rose embodies emotional resilience. Unlike Troy, she embraces vulnerability. Her insistence on
building the fence reflects desire for unity.

When she confronts Troy’s betrayal, she articulates the cost of his selfishness. Her declaration
that she invested her dreams in him reveals gendered sacrifice.

10.4.7.2. Feminine Strength Beyond Submission
Though situated within patriarchal structure, Rose’s moral clarity surpasses Troy’s authority. She
separates from him emotionally while maintaining familial integrity.

Wilson destabilizes patriarchal hierarchy: masculine dominance collapses, feminine endurance
prevails.

10.4.8. Death, Ritual, and Partial Healing
After Troy’s death, Cory initially refuses to attend the funeral. His refusal signifies unresolved
resentment. Rose persuades him, urging recognition of complexity.

Cory’s decision to attend suggests generational movement beyond bitterness. Healing is
incomplete but possible.

Wilson avoids sentimental redemption. Troy remains tragic—neither villain nor hero, but
historically conditioned.

10.4.9. Comparative Insight: Fences and The Piano Lesson
Where The Piano Lesson externalizes trauma through ancestral haunting and ritual
confrontation, “Fences” internalizes trauma through repression and authority.

e The Piano Lesson: Memory as spiritual confrontation.
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o Fences: Memory as emotional suppression.
Together, the plays form a dialectic of trauma expression.
So, “Fences” dramatizes African American masculinity as shaped by racial exclusion, economic
limitation, and inherited trauma. Troy’s authoritarian fatherhood, emotional detachment, and
extramarital escape reveal defensive masculinity forged under systemic pressure.

The fence symbolizes both protection and isolation—reflecting domestic desire and societal
segregation. Through Rose’s resilience and Cory’s generational defiance, Wilson gestures
toward transformation while acknowledging lingering wounds.

Ultimately, Fences reveals that the psychological dilemma of African Americans extends beyond
structural inequality; it permeates intimate relationships and emotional expression. Wilson
transforms the backyard into a symbolic arena where history confronts masculinity—and where
the struggle for identity unfolds within the boundaries of love, pride, and pain.

10.5. Chapter Five: Comparative Analysis

August Wilson (1945-2005) is widely regarded as one of the foremost American playwrights
chronicling the African American experience in the 20th century. His works explore the tension
between personal ambition and collective responsibility, the weight of historical legacy, and the
struggle for self-definition within a racially stratified society (Gussow, 2004). This chapter
provides a comparative analysis of two of Wilson’s seminal plays, The Piano Lesson (1987) and
Fences (1985), highlighting the thematic intersections and divergences between them.

The comparison focuses on shared themes, identity reconstruction, gender roles, and cultural
affirmation. By analyzing the symbolism, character development, and narrative strategies in both
plays, this chapter seeks to demonstrate how Wilson portrays the complex interplay between
historical memory, social constraints, and personal agency. Ultimately, this analysis aims to
illuminate how African American identity is negotiated, reconstructed, and culturally asserted
across Wilson’s dramatic universe.

10.5.1. Shared Themes
10.5.1.1. Legacy and Historical Memory

Both plays emphasize the significance of heritage and collective memory. In The Piano Lesson,
the piano functions as a symbol of family history and ancestral struggle, embodying both the
trauma and resilience of previous generations (Wilson, 1987). The central conflict revolves
around whether to sell the piano for financial gain or preserve it as a testament to the family’s
past, reflecting a broader tension between material needs and cultural preservation.

In Fences, the fence serves as both a literal and metaphorical boundary, representing protection,
limitation, and the psychological barriers imposed by personal and societal circumstances. While
it is not a historical artifact like the piano, it symbolizes the ongoing struggle to reconcile past
experiences—particularly racial discrimination and thwarted opportunity—with present realities.
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10.5.1.2. Conflict Between Past and Future

A central theme in both plays is the tension between past obligations and future aspirations. In
The Piano Lesson, Berniece’s struggle to retain the piano represents the pull of ancestral legacy,
whereas Boy Willie’s desire to sell it reflects a forward-looking ambition shaped by economic
necessity. Similarly, in Fences, Troy Maxson’s life is shaped by past disappointments and
societal limitations, which impact his decisions regarding family, work, and personal fulfillment
(Hollins, 2015). Wilson illustrates how characters must negotiate the dual demands of history
and personal ambition.

10.5.1.3. Racial Oppression and Socioeconomic Constraints

Both plays portray the systemic racial and economic challenges faced by African Americans.
Troy’s inability to play Major League Baseball due to racial barriers illustrates the long-lasting
effects of structural racism in Fences, while Boy Willie’s efforts to purchase land in The Piano
Lesson highlight economic marginalization and generational inequities. In each case, Wilson
presents the characters’ struggles as simultaneously personal and collective, emphasizing the
intertwined nature of identity, race, and class (Smethurst, 2003).

10.5.2. Identity Reconstruction

10.5.2.1. Individual and Collective Identity
Wilson’s plays explore identity formation on both individual and communal levels. In Fences,
Troy’s identity is constructed through his personal history, fatherhood, and the societal
expectations of African American men. In The Piano Lesson, identity is inseparable from family
history and cultural memory, with the piano functioning as a tangible link to past generations.
Both plays illustrate that African American identity is often negotiated between self-definition
and collective responsibility.

10.5.2.2. Psychological and Cultural Dimensions

The characters in Wilson’s works often contend with psychological trauma rooted in historical
oppression. Identity reconstruction becomes a process of reclaiming agency and asserting
dignity, as seen in Berniece’s journey to embrace her heritage. Wilson portrays this process as
both personal and symbolic, showing how historical consciousness informs present choices and
self-perception (Bloom, 2009).

10.5.3. Gender Roles and Dynamics

10.5.3.1. Masculinity and Paternal Authority

Masculinity is a central concern in Fences. Troy embodies patriarchal authority, balancing
responsibility, personal pride, and the constraints imposed by systemic racism. His complex
masculinity reflects societal pressures on African American men and highlights tensions between
authority, vulnerability, and emotional expression (Hollins, 2015).

10.5.3.2. Female Agency and Cultural Preservation

In contrast, female characters in Wilson’s plays often serve as moral and cultural anchors.
Berniece’s refusal to sell the piano in The Piano Lesson represents female agency in preserving
cultural memory, while Rose in Fences negotiates emotional labor, familial stability, and ethical
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guidance. Wilson’s women assert control over cultural and relational continuity, often mediating
the intergenerational transmission of values.

10.5.4. Cultural Affirmation

10.5.4.1. Heritage as Empowerment

Both plays affirm African American culture as a source of empowerment. Wilson presents
cultural artifacts, historical consciousness, and communal narratives as mechanisms for self-
assertion. The piano in The Piano Lesson and the fence in Fences are not mere objects; they are
emblematic of the cultural struggles and affirmations of the African American community.

10.5.4.2. Rituals, Music, and Symbolism

Wilson uses music, rituals, and symbolism to reinforce cultural continuity. The piano is imbued
with spiritual and ancestral significance, while the fence serves as a metaphorical boundary and
protective structure, simultaneously defining and defending familial and cultural identity.

Then, the comparative analysis reveals that while The Piano Lesson and Fences tackle different
narrative scenarios, they share common thematic concerns: the negotiation of historical legacy,
identity reconstruction, gender dynamics, and cultural affirmation. Wilson’s artistry lies in his
ability to weave these themes seamlessly into narratives that resonate with both historical
awareness and contemporary relevance. Ultimately, the plays encourage reflection on how
African Americans reconcile past trauma, assert identity, and affirm cultural heritage in the face
of ongoing social challenges.

10.6. Chapter Six: Concluding Chapter (Findings, Recommendations, Conclusion,
References)

This chapter presents the main findings, conclusions, and recommendations drawn from the
comparative analysis of August Wilson’s The Piano Lesson and Fences. Building on the
previous chapters, it synthesizes the research outcomes regarding shared themes, identity
reconstruction, gender roles, and cultural affirmation, providing a holistic understanding of
Wilson’s contribution to African American literature and theater.

10.6.1. Findings

10.6.1.1. Shared Themes

The study reveals that both The Piano Lesson and Fences address the tension between past and
future, the preservation of cultural heritage, and the impact of racial oppression. The piano in
The Piano Lesson and the fence in Fences function as symbols mediating the relationship
between ancestral legacy and contemporary challenges. Both plays underscore the
interconnection of personal aspirations with communal responsibilities, highlighting how African
Americans negotiate identity in the context of historical and societal constraints.

10.6.1.2. Identity Reconstruction
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Identity emerges as dynamic and multidimensional in Wilson’s works. Characters reconstruct
their sense of self by reconciling historical memory, cultural inheritance, and present
circumstances. In The Piano Lesson, Berniece’s acceptance of her heritage reflects the
affirmation of collective identity, whereas Boy Willie’s ambitions illustrate the tension between
economic necessity and historical fidelity. In Fences, Troy’s struggles and choices illustrate the
reconstruction of masculinity and personal identity amid social limitations.

10.6.1.3. Gender Roles and Dynamics

The analysis highlights that gender roles in Wilson’s plays are deeply embedded within cultural
and familial contexts. Male characters navigate authority, pride, and societal constraints, whereas
female characters mediate cultural preservation and moral guidance. Both plays demonstrate that
women often embody continuity and resilience, while men grapple with legacy, responsibility,
and personal ambition.

10.6.1.4. Cultural Affirmation

Both plays affirm African American culture as a source of empowerment. Wilson uses
symbolism, rituals, and storytelling to reinforce cultural memory and collective identity. Objects
such as the piano and the fence are not only dramatic devices but also tools for transmitting
cultural knowledge, affirming heritage, and negotiating social identity.

10.6.2. Conclusion

The psychological dilemma in Wilson’s drama reveals that racial oppression operates internally
as well as structurally. Through Troy Maxson and the Charles family, Wilson dramatizes the
enduring impact of slavery, segregation, and economic marginalization on Black consciousness.
The study concludes that August Wilson’s The Piano Lesson and Fences illustrate the complex
interplay between individual and collective identity, heritage, and social constraints.

10.6.2.1. Key conclusions include:

e Heritage and memory are central to the African American experience in Wilson’s drama,
shaping decisions, relationships, and self-conception.

e |dentity reconstruction is a process of negotiation between personal ambition and
historical responsibility.

e Gender roles are culturally and contextually informed, with women often preserving
continuity and men struggling to assert authority within constrained social frameworks.

e Cultural affirmation through symbolism enables characters and audiences to engage with
history, resilience, and community identity simultaneously.

e Psychological fragmentation is historically produced.

e Masculinity in Wilson’s drama is shaped by exclusion.

e Cultural memory serves as both burden and healing mechanism.

e Wilson envisions identity reconstruction through ancestral acknowledgment.
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Thus, Fences and The Piano Lesson function not merely as family dramas but as psychological
maps of African American historical consciousness. Overall, Wilson’s works highlight the
enduring struggle for dignity, self-definition, and cultural affirmation within African American
communities.

10.6.3. Recommendations
Based on the study’s findings, the following recommendations are proposed:

e For Literary Scholars: Further research could examine Wilson’s other plays to explore
patterns of identity and cultural affirmation across the entire Century Cycle.

e For Educators: Incorporating Wilson’s plays in curricula can provide students with
insights into African American history, culture, and social dynamics.

e For Theatre Practitioners: Productions of Wilson’s works should emphasize the symbolic
and cultural significance of objects, family dynamics, and historical context to enhance
audience understanding.

e For Policy and Cultural Institutions: Support for African American theatrical productions
can preserve cultural heritage while fostering dialogue on race, identity, and history.
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